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1
LAUNDRY TREATING APPLIANCE
IMPELLER

BACKGROUND

Laundry treating appliances typically include a clothes
mover, such as an agitator or impeller, that imparts movement
to the laundry load, whether indirectly through movement of
the water, as with an agitator, or by direct contact between the
laundry load and the clothes mover, such as for an impeller.
When the clothes mover is an impeller, the treating of the
laundry may be accomplished with less water because the
amount of water needed to impart movement to the laundry
load is less than that required for use with an agitator. How-
ever, distribution of the laundry load above the impeller may
affect the movement of laundry and, thus, treating of the
laundry load.

BRIEF SUMMARY

A laundry treating appliance configured to treat a laundry
load according to a cycle of operation with a low level of
treating liquid according to one embodiment of the invention
may comprise a drum at least partially defining a treating
chamber and having an open top and a longitudinal axis and
an impeller mounted within the drum for reciprocal rotation
about an axis generally coincident with the longitudinal axis
of the drum. The impeller may include a raised center, a
bottom plate located below the raised center and extending
radially outwardly from the raised center and terminating in
an outer periphery, a transition region between the bottom
plate and the raised center, a center post extending upward
from the raised center, and a plurality of radial protrusions
extending along the raised center, the bottom plate, and the
transition region, each protrusion having an upper section
projecting generally perpendicular from the raised center and
the transition region, and a lower section projecting upward
from the bottom plate, with the lower section increasing in
width toward the outer periphery. The protrusions and the
bottom plate may be configured such that during the cycle of
operation, when the level of the treating liquid does not
exceed the height of the bottom plate, the reciprocal rotation
of the impeller generates a frictional interaction between the
laundry items and the protrusions to drag the laundry in
contact with the protrusions radially inward toward the raised
center and induce an inverse toroidal movement of the laun-

dry.
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In the drawings:

FIG. 1 is a schematic sectional view of a fabric treating
appliance in the form of a washing machine having an impel-
ler according to one embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 2 is a perspective view of the impeller from FIG. 1
according to an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 3 is a sectional view of the impeller taken along line
III-111 of FIG. 2.

FIG. 4 is a top view of the impeller of FIG. 2.

FIG. 5 is a sectional view of the impeller of FIG. 2 in the
drum of the washing machine according to an embodiment of
the invention.

FIG. 6 is a side view of an impeller according to second
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 7 is a perspective view of an impeller according to a
third embodiment of the invention.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Automatic clothes washers may typically comprise a per-
forated basket or drum for holding a laundry load, which may
include garments, sheets, towels, and other fabric items, and
an imperforate tub containing a wash liquid comprising water
or a mixture of water and detergent. A clothes mover may be
coaxially mounted in the bottom of the drum and adapted for
angular oscillation in order to agitate the laundry load. In one
configuration, the drum, the clothes mover, and the tub may
be oriented about a vertical axis.

Traditionally, a vertical axis clothes mover may be config-
ured as an impeller or an agitator. The impeller is typically a
low-profile base element having a circular periphery, with
protrusions extending from the base element. The agitator
typically has a base, which may be in combination with an
auger that extends along the vertical axis approximately the
height of the tub.

It is generally understood that a deep fill wash cycle, typi-
cally associated with an agitator, refers to a cloth to water
ratio that, when combined with the action of the clothes
mover, produces fluid motion which significantly aids in the
motion of the clothes even if the actual water level in the
machine is not near the top of the wash basket. The garments
are considered suspended in the free fluid, or submerged,
when there is sufficient fluid power to directly result in move-
ment of the garments. The combination of the agitator con-
tacting the laundry, the water moving through the laundry,
and the relative contact between the laundry items imparts
mechanical energy to the laundry for cleaning. The agitator
can impart a significant mechanical force to the laundry,
which is tempered with the water from the deep fill as most of
the mechanical energy from the motion of the agitator goes to
moving the water.

Likewise, a low fill wash cycle, also called a low water
wash cycle and typically associated with an impeller, gener-
ally refers to a cloth to water ratio that, when combined with
the action of the clothes mover, produces insufficient fluid
motion to directly result in cloth motion regardless of the
direction of fluid motion. In fact, the resulting cloth motion
may still be present even if very little free fluid is present. In
this process, a garment is not considered to be suspended or
submerged in the free fluid even if the actual water level is
near the top ofthe drum or near the top of the clothes load. The
mechanical energy for cleaning the laundry in the low water
wash comes from the interaction between the fabric items,
and the fabric-on-fabric interaction tends to be less harsh on
the fabric compared to the manner in which mechanical
energy is imparted to the laundry in deep fill wash cycles.
Additionally, because the low water wash cycle does not rely
on the motion of the fluid and suspension of the garments in
the fluid, washing machines with an impeller and correspond-
ing low water wash cycles use less water and are more energy
efficient than washing machines with an agitator and corre-
sponding deep fill wash cycles.

In a vertical axis clothes washer with a deep fill wash cycle
where the clothes are completely submerged, reciprocal
movement of an agitator moves the garments along a toroidal,
or donut-shaped, path extending radially inwardly toward the
center of the drum, downwardly along the vertical axis, radi-
ally outwardly toward the outer wall of the drum, and
upwardly along the perimeter of the drum where they repeat
the cycle. One full cycle along this path is commonly referred
to as a “rollover.”

In a low water cycle, such as where the clothes are wetted
but not submerged, the movement of the clothes by recipro-
cating the impeller moves the garments in an opposite direc-
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tion than that of the agitator with a deep fill in what has been
termed an “inverse toroidal rollover.” The inverse toroidal
rollover typically moves the laundry load along a path extend-
ing radially outwardly toward the outer wall of the drum,
downwardly along the perimeter of the drum, radially
inwardly toward the center of the drum, and upwardly along
the vertical axis where they repeat the cycle.

The present invention is directed to an impeller for use with
a low water cycle in a laundry treating appliance. FIG. 1 is a
schematic view of a laundry treating appliance according to a
first embodiment of the invention. The laundry treating appli-
ance may be any appliance that performs a cycle of operation
to clean or otherwise treat items placed therein, non-limiting
examples of which include a horizontal or vertical axis
clothes washer; a combination washing machine and dryer; a
tumbling or stationary refreshing/revitalizing machine; an
extractor; a non-aqueous washing apparatus; and a revitaliz-
ing machine.

The laundry treating appliance of FIG. 1 is illustrated as a
washing machine 10, which may include a structural support
system comprising a cabinet 12 which defines a housing
within which a laundry holding system resides. The cabinet
12 may be a housing having a chassis and/or a frame, defining
an interior enclosing components typically found in a con-
ventional washing machine, such as motors, pumps, fluid
lines, controls, sensors, transducers, and the like. Such com-
ponents will not be described further herein except as neces-
sary for a complete understanding of the invention.

The illustrated exemplary washing machine 10 may
include a watertight tub 14 installed in the cabinet 12. A
perforated drum 16 may be mounted in the tub 14 for rotation
about a central, vertical axis of rotation 18 extending through
the center of a vertical axis clothes mover in the form of an
impeller 20, which will be described in further detail below. A
drive motor 22 operating a transmission 24 through a drive
belt 26 may be utilized to rotate the drum 16 and oscillate the
impeller 20. The impeller 20 may be positioned above the
floor of the drum 16 and rotated by a drive shaft 28 extending
through an opening in the floor of the drum 16. The illustrated
drive system for the drum 16 and the impeller 20 is provided
for exemplary purposes only and is not limited to that shown
in the drawings and described above; the particular drive
system is not germane to the invention. The washing machine
10 may be fluidly connected to a water supply 30 through a
valve assembly 32 which may be operated to selectively
deliver water to the tub 14 through an outlet 34 that may be
positioned at one side of the tub 14. The illustrated water
supply system for the washing machine 10 is provided for
exemplary purposes only and is not limited to that shown in
the drawings and described above; the particular water supply
system is not germane to the invention. A control panel 36
enables the operator to control the operation of the washing
machine 10.

Referring now to FIG. 2, which is a perspective view of the
impeller 20 from FIG. 1, the impeller 20 may include a
generally cylindrical raised center 40, a skirt-like bottom
plate 42, and a transition region 44 between the raised center
40 and the bottom plate 42. As seen in section in FIG. 3, which
is a sectional view taken along line III-III of FIG. 2, the
transition region 44 may have an arcuate contour as illus-
trated, or any other suitable configuration, to transition the
impeller 20 from the generally vertical wall of the raised
center 40 to the downwardly angled wall of the bottom plate
42, which terminates at a generally circular outer periphery
46.

Referring again to FIG. 2, the impeller 20 may further
include a plurality of protrusions 50 extending radially from
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the raised center 40, the transition region 44, and the bottom
plate 42. In particular, each of the protrusions 50 may be
formed by a pair of opposing side walls 52 that meet at their
upper ends to form an upper surface 54. The upper surface 54
defines the profile of the protrusions 50, which may be
divided into an upper section 56 and a lower section 58. The
upper section 56 projects in a generally perpendicular out-
ward direction from the raised center 40 and the transition
region 44, while the lower section 58, which may be integral
and continuous with the upper section 56, projects generally
upward from the bottom plate 42. At the upper section 56, the
upper surface 54 transitions from a generally horizontal to a
generally vertical orientation at a shoulder 60. Along the
lower section 58, the upper surface 54 extends generally
parallel to the bottom plate 42 and curves down to form a front
wall 62 near the outer periphery 46. Moving along the radial
extension of the upper surface 54 from the transition region
44, the upper surface 54 gradually widens at the portion
parallel to the bottom plate 42 and then rapidly widens when
the upper surface 54 curves downward to form the front wall
62. When viewing the impeller 20 from above, as in FIG. 4,
which is a top view of the impeller 20, the protrusions 50 have
a generally triangular configuration, with one of the corners
of the triangle being located at the raised center 40 and the
others positioned along the outer periphery 46. The protru-
sions 50 may have any suitable configuration and are not
intended to be limited to those described above and shown in
the illustrations

Referring again to FIG. 2, in addition to the protrusions 50,
the impeller 20 may include secondary protrusions 70. The
term “secondary” is employed solely to differentiate the sec-
ondary protrusions 70 from the protrusions 50 and is not
intended to attribute any characteristics to the secondary pro-
trusions 70. The secondary protrusions 70 may be positioned
between adjacent protrusions 50, such as a configuration
where one of the secondary protrusions 70 is located between
adjacent protrusions 50 equidistant from each of the adjacent
protrusions 50. The secondary protrusions 70 may be formed
by a pair of opposing side walls 72 that meet at their upper
edges to define an upper surface in the form of a ridge 74. A
front wall 76 having a generally triangular configuration may
join the front edges of the side walls 72 and the ridge 74 and
extend along the outer periphery 46. When viewing the impel-
ler 20 from above, as in FIG. 4, the secondary protrusions 70
also have a generally triangular configuration, with one of the
corners of the triangle being located on the bottom plate 42
and the others positioned along the outer periphery 46. The
secondary protrusions 70 may have any suitable configura-
tion and are not intended to be limited to those described
above and shown in the illustrations.

The front walls 62, 76 of the protrusions 50 and the sec-
ondary protrusions 70 may be spaced a distance from the
outer periphery 46, as illustrated in the figures, or, alterna-
tively, may be coincident with the outer periphery 46. When
the front walls 62, 76 are spaced from the outer periphery 46,
the spacing may be any suitable distance.

Referring again to FIG. 2, the impeller 20 may further
include a center post 80 extending upward from the raised
center 40. The center post 80 may have any suitable configu-
ration and is illustrated by example in the figures as generally
cylindrical with a constant diameter. In the illustrated
embodiment, the outer diameter of the center post 80 is
smaller than that of the raised center 40 such that a step 82
may be formed between the center post 80 and the raised
center 40. The step 82 may be gradual and arcuate, as illus-
trated, or may be more severe, such as a right angle. Any
suitable step configuration is within the scope of the inven-
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tion, as is a center post having a diameter equal to or greater
than that of the raised center 40. Optionally, the center post 80
may terminate at its upper end at a flared section 84 that may
be adapted to hold a treating agent dispenser (see FIG. 5),
such as a commonly known fabric softener dispenser. The
flared section 84 may be flared as shown in the figures or may
have another type of configuration adapted to hold a treating
agent dispenser. Alternatively, the upper end of the center post
80 may be shaped similarly to the rest of the center post 80,
such as by having a constant diameter, and may not hold any
type of treating agent dispenser.

As another option, the center post 80 may include one or
more vanes 86 extending radially from the center post 80. The
vanes 86 may be connected to the center post 80 at a root 88
and terminate at an outer edge 90. While the vanes 86 may
have any suitable configuration, the vanes 86 in the illustrated
embodiment are circumferentially spaced and extend longi-
tudinally along the center post 80 with a straight, vertical
outer edge 90. At least some of the vanes 86 may be longitu-
dinally aligned with the protrusions 50, if desired. The radial
extent of the illustrated vanes 86 may be such that the outer
edge 90 is coincident with the outer diameter of the raised
center 40. Further, the vanes 86 may have any desired height
and are shown as having a height greater than or equal to the
constant diameter portion of the center post 80. As shown in
FIG. 3, the center post 80 may further include an internal drive
shaft coupler 92 configured to mate with the drive shaft 28 for
rotating the impeller 20.

Referring now to FIG. 5, which is a sectional view of the
impeller 20 in the drum 16 of the washing machine 10 with a
treating agent dispenser 94 in the flared section 84 of the
impeller 20, the impeller 20 may be sized such that when it is
mounted inside the drum 16, the outer periphery 46 is spaced
from the side wall of the drum 16. The particular distance
from the outer periphery 46 to the side wall of the drum 16
may be determined empirically to obtain a desired movement
of the laundry load. Additionally, the impeller 20 may be
proportioned such that the raised center 40, the transition
region 44, and the bottom plate 42 have a combined height
that is about one-third of the total height of the impeller 20,
which corresponds to the center post 80 having a height of
about two-thirds of the total height of the impeller 20. These
exemplary proportions are provided for illustration and are
not intended to limit the invention.

During operation of the washing machine 10 with the
impeller 20, the treating liquid, such as water combined with
a treating agent and hereinafter referred to as water, may be
provided to the tub 14 and the drum 16, resulting in a water
level suitable for a desired treating cycle of operation. For a
cycle of operation with a low level of water, which is typically
employed with clothes movers in the form of impellers, the
water may be supplied to the drum 16 up to a maximum water
level 96 that does not exceed the height of the bottom plate 42.
The maximum water level 96 for a low water wash may differ
from that shown in FIG. 5 depending on the configuration of
the washing machine 10, the impeller 20, and the size of the
laundry load. As described above, a low-level wash involves
movement of the clothes by reciprocating the impeller 20.
Reciprocating rotation of the impeller 20 moves the laundry
load in the inverse toroidal rollover manner, as indicated by
the arrows in FIG. 5. In particular, the reciprocal rotation of
the impeller 20 generates a frictional interaction between the
items in the laundry load and the protrusions 50, and this
interaction drags the laundry items that are in contact with the
protrusions 50 radially inward toward the raised center 40 to
induce the inverse toroidal movement of the laundry.
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Typically, when a laundry load is placed in a drum having
a low-profile impeller, the laundry items naturally form mul-
tiple, generally horizontal layers, and each laundry item tends
to spread out into a thin layer as it is placed in the drum 16.
This produces a load that is interlayered with the layers
extending over the center of the drum 16 and the impeller,
especially when the laundry load includes large items, such as
sheets, blankets, and towels. Laundry items spread out to
cover the center of the impeller impede the inverse toroidal
rollover necessary for proper treatment of the laundry load.
However, the center post 80 ofthe impeller 20 prevents place-
ment and migration of laundry items over the center of the
impeller 20. When a user loads the laundry into the drum 16,
the user must place the laundry items between the center post
80 and the side wall of the drum 16. Further, during operation,
the laundry items moved radially inward along the bottom
plate 42 must move upward when reaching the raised center
40 and the center post 80 and cannot migrate over the center
of'the impeller 20. Therefore, the combination of the impeller
protrusions 50 and the center post 80 effects the desired
inverse toroidal rollover of the laundry load.

As mentioned above, the vanes 86 may have any suitable
configuration, and another embodiment of an impeller 120
having alternative vanes 186 is illustrated in FIG. 6, which is
a side view of the alternative embodiment impeller 120. Items
similar to those of the first embodiment impeller 20 of FIGS.
1-5 are identified with the same reference numeral bearing a
leading “1.” The alternative impeller 120 is substantially the
same as the impeller 20, except that the outer edge 190 of the
vanes 186 has a wavy or curved configuration, and the vanes
186 extend into the flared section 184 of the center post 180.

Further, the center post 80 need not have any of the vanes
86, as demonstrated by another embodiment of an impeller
220 depicted in FIG. 7, which is a perspective view of the
alternative embodiment impeller 220. Items similar to those
of the first embodiment impeller 20 of FIGS. 1-5 are identi-
fied with the same reference numeral bearing a leading “2.”
The alternative impeller 220 is substantially the same as the
impeller 20, except that center post 280 lacks vanes.

While the invention has been specifically described in con-
nection with certain specific embodiments thereof, it is to be
understood that this is by way of illustration and not of limi-
tation, and the scope of the appended claims should be con-
strued as broadly as the prior art will permit.

What is claimed is:

1. A laundry treating appliance configured to treat a laun-
dry load according to a cycle of operation with a low level of
treating liquid, the appliance comprising:

a drum at least partially defining a treating chamber and

having an open top and a longitudinal axis; and

an impeller mounted within the drum for reciprocal rota-

tion about an axis generally coincident with the longi-

tudinal axis of the drum and comprising:

a raised center;

a bottom plate located below the raised center and
extending radially outward from the raised center and
terminating in an outer periphery;

a transition region between the bottom plate and the
raised center;

a center post extending upward from the raised center
and having a height sufficient to prevent placement
and migration of laundry items over the raised center;
and

a plurality of radial protrusions extending along the
raised center, the bottom plate, and the transition
region, each protrusion having an upper section pro-
jecting generally perpendicular from the raised center
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and the transition region, and a lower section project-
ing upward from the bottom plate, with the lower
section increasing in width toward the outer periphery
when viewed from above the bottom plate along the
longitudinal axis of the drum;

wherein the center post, the protrusions and the bottom
plate are configured such that during the cycle of
operation, when the level of the treating liquid does
not exceed the height of the bottom plate, the recip-
rocal rotation of the impeller generates a frictional
interaction between the laundry items and the protru-
sions to drag the laundry in contact with the protru-
sions radially inward toward the raised center and
induce an inverse toroidal movement of the laundry.

2. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
center post and the raised center are generally cylindrical, and
the center post has a smaller outer diameter than the raised
center.

3. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
impeller further comprises vanes on the center post.

4. The laundry treating appliance of claim 3 wherein the
vanes extend radially outward from the center post and ter-
minate at an outer edge, and the outer edge is straight.

5. The laundry treating appliance of claim 3 wherein the
vanes extend radially outward from the center post and ter-
minate at an outer edge, and the outer edge is curved.

6. The laundry treating appliance of claim 3 wherein at
least some of the vanes are aligned with the protrusions.

7. The laundry treating appliance of claim 3 wherein the
vanes extend to the raised center.

8. The laundry treating appliance of claim 7 wherein the
center post has a constant diameter section, and the vanes
extend along the entire height of the constant diameter sec-
tion.

9. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
center post terminates at an upper flared section.
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10. The laundry treating appliance of claim 9 wherein the
upper flared section holds a treating agent dispenser.

11. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
impeller further comprises secondary protrusions provided
only on the bottom plate between the protrusions.

12. The laundry treating appliance of claim 11 wherein one
secondary protrusion is located between adjacent protru-
sions.

13. The laundry treating appliance of claim 11 wherein the
secondary protrusions have a generally triangular configura-
tion when viewed from above the bottom plate.

14. The laundry treating appliance of claim 11 wherein the
secondary protrusions have side walls that terminate at aridge
and a front wall connecting the side walls and extending along
the outer periphery.

15. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
protrusions have a generally triangular configuration when
viewed from above the bottom plate.

16. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
protrusions have an upper surface, and the upper section has
a shoulder such that the upper surface transitions from a
generally horizontal to a generally vertical orientation at the
shoulder.

17. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
protrusions have an upper surface, and at the lower section,
the upper surface is generally parallel to the bottom plate and
curves down to form a front wall at the outer periphery.

18. The laundry treating appliance of claim 17 wherein the
upper surface widens toward the outer periphery to form the
front wall.

19. The laundry treating appliance of claim 1 wherein the
raised center, the transition region, and the bottom plate have
a combined height of about one-third of the impeller height.

20. The laundry treating appliance of claim 19 wherein the
height of the center post is about two-thirds of the impeller

height.



